Over the last decades, public opinion, governments and regulators have forced executives of both large and small corporations to improve their environmental performance and, for this reason, to consider the environment as a significant competitive priority. The objective of the paper is twofold, to: design an effective taxonomy of operating environmental strategies; and develop an empirical investigation aimed at testing whether the identified environmental strategies correspond to real strategic behaviours of companies.
Introduction
Over the last decades, environmental issues have received a growing concern from top managers. External pressures following from public opinion, regulators, governments, "green" movements and financial enterprises -such as banks and insurance companiesand internal drivers related to the change of employees' environmental awareness have led executives to consider the environmental variable as a significant competitive priority and, hence, to include it into the overall process of strategy formation (Azzone and Bertelè, 1994; Noci, 1995a) .
Owing to the increasing importance attributed by managers to environment-related issues, many authors have designed new models aimed at identifying basic environmental strategies (Hass, 1994) . Unfortunately, most of state-of-the-art approaches define "generic" environmental strategies simply by analysing the relative importance attributed by planners to environmental performance with respect to the other competitive priorities (i.e. quality, time, cost, flexibility, etc.), while none of them identifies the operating conditions that allow the firm to implement the intended strategy effectively.
To overcome these limits, the objective of the paper is twofold, to: 1 define a taxonomy of operating environmental strategies; and 2 develop an empirical investigation within small and large Italian companies aimed at checking the consistency between the suggested model and the current behaviours of firms.
The paper is divided into four major sections.
The first section deals with the analysis of the process of environmental strategy formation. The next section discusses major state-of-theart approaches. The penultimate section presents the integrated framework suggested to classify feasible operating environmental strategies. Finally, the last section looks at the results of the empirical investigation.
The process of "green" strategy formation: an integrated framework
Within profit organizations, environmental strategies can be considered as a set of guidelines that the firms define to respond to current internal and/or external pressures and/or to anticipate future evolution of the competitive environment, of regulators and of the customers' needs.
As regards the process of strategy formation itself, we would say that the intended environmental strategies of a firm represent the synthesis of a complex process in which many factors exert their influence. In Figure  1 , we represent the "logical" steps of the process.
Starting from the analysis of the external context, each firm -according to its own "strategic orientation" -decides whether to include environmental factors into the overall process of strategy formation. At this level, the company identifies the degree of priority which must be attributed to environment-related variables with respect to the other competitive priorities. The company's "strategic orientation" depends on a number of factors that are closely related to the following:
• Its strategic attitude, describing the general perspective according to which the company positions itself from a competitive standpoint -i.e. whether it usually aims at anticipating competitors to assume the leadership or it develops actions which are typical of followers and, hence, implements short-term-oriented programmes.
• The company's internal configuration; more precisely, factors related to the corporate environmental culture, the available financial resources and the type of employees' "green" competences exert a great influence in determining the company's overall strategic orientation. Such items bring into evidence the main constraints and/or opportunities for the company in relation to the implementation of the different environmental strategies: indeed, a firm that, for instance, has a limited Environmental Management and Health 8/1 [1997] 4-19 availability of financial resources cannot implement a "green" strategy aimed at anticipating competitors and, hence, at achieving an environment-based competitive advantage since its adoption usually requires significant investments related, for example, to the introduction of new product development techniques (design for recycling or design for disassembling) or of clean technologies. Equally, it is almost impossible to develop complex environmental programmes -affecting the whole value chain of the company -within firms which present limited "green" competences.
According to its strategic orientation, the company defines the degree of priority that must be attributed to environment-related issues. To this end, we point out that companies operating in the same competitive environment and under the pressures of the same market forces could decide to attribute a different priority to environmental issues just in relation to their strategic orientation.
The final step of the process of environmental strategy formation deals with operationalizing the degree of priority attributed by the top management to the environment in terms of the intended environmental strategy. This means that, according to its strategic orientation, the company identifies plans, operating investments, the level of internal commitment and activities of the corporate value chain that must be involved for the effective implementation of the selected strategy. According to the above framework, it emerges that an effective model aimed at suggesting a taxonomy of environmental strategies must bring to light both characteristics peculiar to each type of environmental strategy and the type of "green" management needed for its implementation. In particular, the achievement of such objectives requires the introduction of variables -grouped into three main categories -describing: 1 the company's external context; 2 its strategic orientation; 3 operating solutions for the implementation of each environmental strategy.
Figure 1
The process of "green" strategy formation
State-of-the-art models
State-of-the-art literature suggests many models for the identification of feasible environmental strategies: we have research studies developed by academics, articles that analyse case studies, reports published by political institutions to address the company's environmental efforts of the companies and, finally, models proposed by consultants (Weldford and Gouldson, 1993) . In our opinion, we can group this wide set of models into two main categories: 1 Evolutive models according to which distinct environmental strategies are identified as a specific stance of business management among a continuum of feasible environmental behaviours. The two extremes of such a scale are usually related to a passive behaviour -i.e. the strategy of the firm which does not consider the environment variable -and an "ethical" strategy of a company which considers the reduction of its impact on the state of the natural resources as the most important competitive priority. In general terms, the introduction of such a scale understands the concept of a dynamic pattern of environmental strategies. 2 Taxonomic models, where some "static" environmental strategies are identified, while no evolutive pattern is suggested, nor parameters allowing the company to change the type of implemented strategy are described or even taken into account.
The efficiency of such models can be evaluated by referring to the integrated framework previously identified; by analysing variables that are included in each approach, we can point out whether and to what extent each approach matches the objective of identifying operating environmental strategies.
Evolutive models
Many state-of-the-art approaches may be considered as evolutive models (Azzone and Bertelè, 1994; Müller and Koechlin, 1992; Roome, 1992) . From a general viewpoint, such approaches identify a taxonomy of environmental strategies that, in some cases, is not consistent with the current competitive environment. In particular, they assume that, at two extremes, companies can adopt passive or ethical strategies: in our opinion, the implementation of the former type of strategy should lead the firm to abandon the market due to the growing concern of public opinion and of rule-making boards for environmental issues, while the adoption of an "ethical" strategic behaviour is not consistent with the economical objectives of profit organizations. Referring, for instance, to the well-known approach suggested by Roome (1992) , the above identified limits stand out clearly; indeed, the author distinguishes among 1 a non-compliance-based strategy; 2 a compliance-based strategy aimed at reacting at external pressures; 3 a strategy aimed at commercial and environmental excellence; 4 a strategy "leading edge", thus identifying two broad strategic options -i.e. strategies 1 and 4 -that are not sustainable in the long term.
Moreover, with respect to the integrated framework, it does not develop a complete analysis of all the relevant items affecting the process of environmental strategy formation; in particular, it does not:
• identify strategies but different degrees of priority that could be attributed to "green" issues by the companies. In this sense, to define an effective taxonomy of environmental strategies, we need to develop a further step aimed at translating such degree of priorities into operating strategies; • consider how managers can implement the identified environmental behaviours since it points out main internal actors/departments to be involved for the effective implementation of different environmental programmes but it does not describe how such initiatives can be effectively carried out; • enlighten any empirical investigation aimed at verifying whether and in which field the identified strategic behaviour can be found.
Similar problems emerge by analysing other models such as the classification suggested by Müller and Koechlin (1992 Hence, even if we have taken a limited set of models into consideration, it clearly emerges that evolutive approaches do not effectively bring to light managerial and operating conditions that make the implementation of different "green" strategies feasible.
Taxonomic models
With respect to evolutive models, taxonomic approaches suggest a "static" description of the environmental strategies, since they point out main characteristics of different environment-related strategies without suggesting any dynamic pattern.
Generally speaking, these models can cause problems when used to identify the environmental strategy of an existing firm. Indeed, we have to consider that most of the models within this class distinguish between different strategies by identifying the environmental programmes that are consistent with each environmental behaviour: but the problem is that the same programme can be carried out according to different strategies, thus making it non-characteristic of a unique behaviour.
With respect to the integrated framework, such models partially take variables related to the external context into account; with regard to the other significant factors, they lack a systematic framework which allows us to define both the context where each strategy appears more suitable and managerial infrastructural resources needed for the effective implementation of each strategy.
To analyse in more detail the characteristics peculiar to this class of models, we could refer to the work of Roome; from the framework of Steger (1993) , three main types of generic strategies are derived: a defensive strategy according to which the firms aim at complying with prescriptions of regulators; an offensive strategy whose main objective is the achievement of products with higher environmental performance with respect to competitors; and, an innovative strategy, according to which the environmental variable plays the same role as the other competitive priorities in the overall process of strategy formation. This model does not consider the company's strategic orientation since it identifies strategies which are considered as the only feasible alternative within a specific external context. At the same time, when it aims at defining conditions for the effective implementation of each strategy, it takes only programmes inherent in the company's operations into consideration.
Referring to other approaches such as the taxonomy suggested by Schot (1992) , we can reveal almost the same limits: this approach, in particular, identifies three environmental strategies, i.e. a dependent strategy according to which a company mainly implements programmes aimed at developing end-of-pipe solutions, an innovative strategy and a niche strategy, but it achieves a low completeness since it only points out generic strategies that must be necessarily characterized in more detail.
Comparing the approaches
The analysis of main state-of-the-art models allows us to identify common features that must be necessarily included in a model aimed at characterizing the corporate environmental strategies and main limits that must be exceeded to achieve significant results.
Comparing the variables we met in the above models with those we introduced in the conceptual model, we conclude that, while not all taxonomies take into account the three variables at the same time, all the same, the features we pointed out are regarded as critical in the making of an environmental strategy; hence, this becomes an implicit validation of our model and of its being exhaustive in pointing out the determinant feature of an environmental strategy.
A contingency model
To define operating environmental strategies, we need to consider as a whole, factors that influence the process of environmental strategy formation. In particular, we develop an analysis articulated at two different levels: first, we describe the proposed taxonomy of environmental strategies and main determinants that make sustainable each of them; second, we discuss how to implement different "green" strategic options.
Identifying operating environmental strategies
According to the company's general strategic orientation and main opportunities and threats following from the competitive environment, strategies translate the degree of priority attributed by the company to environmental issues in terms of plans and programmes (see Figure 1) .
To identify an effective taxonomy of environmental strategies, we have introduced three classes of variables that respectively distinguish the: 1 main characteristics of the external context where the firm operates; 2 firm's internal configuration; 3 company's general strategic orientation.
The factor describing the corporate strategic orientation must be included in the taxonomy to discriminate precisely among different degrees of priority that can be attributed to the environmental variable with respect to the other competitive priorities, while the introduction of items describing the context in which the firm works and its internal configuration allows us both to analyse under which conditions each strategy represents a sustainable option and to characterize the determinants of each strategic attitude.
The external context. The identification of main features characterizing the company's external context represents a crucial step in the definition of the taxonomy since strategies can be considered as a response to pressures resulting from main external actors or as a managerial tool supporting executives in the anticipation of future market requirements. To this end, a company has to define relationships with a wide set of stakeholders -such as regulators, customers, suppliers, banks, insurance companies, governments, etc. -that, in some cases, force the company to adopt specific environmental actions.
Hence, according to these issues, it emerges that an effective characterization of the external context must take into account the determinants of external pressures in terms of their extent and frequency (see Figure 2 ). The introduction of the former factor allows us to identify the depth of market requirements and, in particular, to analyse whether they require a new paradigm of environmental management, while the definition of the latter item is aimed at describing whether pressures of the company's stakeholders are occasional or, on the contrary, are continual and, for this reason, necessarily lead the firm to consider environmental issues as a significant managerial topic.
The internal configuration. At this level, we aim to describe factors which are related to the firm's internal configuration and which affect the process of environmental strategy formation; in this sense, our concern deals with identifying the variables that could lead the company's "strategic attitude" towards the environmental variable. (See "Implementing the identified environmental strategies" for the analysis of the main managerial conditions and the type of human and technological resources that are necessary for the effective implementation of different environmental strategies.)
To support our aims, we distinguish among three key factors respectively pointing out: 1 the company's environmental culture; 2 the availability of financial resources; and 3 the employees' "green" competences.
Indeed, the company's environmental culture represents one of the most important determinants in the definition of the environmental strategies: it depends on the company's history, the fields where it operates and the country in which it has the headquarters or its plants. Hence, the introduction of such a variable allows us to identify the level of environmental awareness of the company's employees and, in this sense, to analyse how it will manage the environmental variable and how it will react to external pressures. On the other hand, we need to introduce a factor pointing out the availability of financial resources since companies, even those characterized by the same environmental culture, could decide to assume different strategic behaviours as regards the management of the environmental variable according to their capital ratio constraints. Finally, with regard to the employees' "green" competences, we have to consider that, in contexts characterized by significant technical and managerial environmental competences, the adoption of complex programmes for the reduction of the company's impact on the state of natural resources is greatly favoured.
The company's strategic attitude. Considering that the company's strategic attitude describes, from a general viewpoint, how and whether the firm reacts or proacts to market stimuli, we identified three types of strategic attitude with respect to competitive variables; we distinguished between: 1 Adaptive companies, i.e. firms which aim at reacting to external pressures perceived as constraints. 2 Anticipative companies, i.e. firms which, by considering the expected evolution of the competitive environment and of future customers' requirements, aim at introducing proactive programmes anticipating significant external pressures. 3 Innovative firms, i.e. companies which, according to a long-term oriented perspective, take weak signals into consideration to verify whether the explored modifications in the external context could be considered as real opportunities for the company.
Figure 2
A characterization of external pressures The strategic attitude in a firm results from the combination of various factors; different combinations of the parameters below may produce the same strategic attitude (see Figure 3 ).
The degree of priority attributed to the environmental variable within the overall process of strategy formation
To identify the degree of priority attributed by managers to environmental issues, we have to reveal whether the company integrates the "green" issues into the process of strategy formation or if it simply considers the environment as a significant managerial topic. More precisely, we assume that managers can consider such environmental issues as:
• A constraint; according to this perspective the company does not adopt a continuous improvement-based philosophy related to its environmental performance but it considers "green" issues mainly as a technical problem that must be analysed only in relation to new prescriptions of regulators or in case of customers' bounding requests with a high bargaining power.
• A significant managerial issue since the company aims at considering the environment as an important competitive priority even if the implementation of environmentbased initiatives has a subordinate importance with respect to programmes aimed at improving other competitive priorities as quality, cost, time, etc.
• A strategic element to include into the overall process of strategy formation: in this sense, the company develops complex programmes, such as recycling-based initiatives, that affect the whole corporate value chain and, at the same time, achieves a high level of commitment with regard both to departments involved in the environmental performance improvement process and to financial resources employed for the adoption of "green" programmes.
According to the above issues, it clearly emerges that the company's strategic attitude is the most important determinant for the identification of the degree of priority attributed to environmental issues with respect to the other competitive performance (see Figure 4) .
Figure 3
Main elements characterizing the company's strategic attitude
Figure 4
The degree of priority attributed to "green" issues with respect to the company's general strategic attitude
[ 10 ] Indeed, adaptive firms usually consider the environment as a constraint since they essentially adopt strategies of followership and, in this sense, even in relation to "green" issues they only react to external pressures and do not develop any programme aimed at achieving significant competitive advantages. On the other hand, both anticipative and innovative companies should consider the environment as a significant managerial topic; to clarify the role attributed to environmental issues better, we have also to consider factors related to the company's internal configuration and to the field where it operates. Indeed, firms with an innovative strategic orientation and operating in a field where environment-related issues do not have a significant relevance -as, for instance, the watch industry -could consider the environment as a managerial topic as well as firms with an anticipative attitude when they have employees with high "green" competences, but limited financial resources.
Finally, environment-related variables can be considered as strategic issues only within firms which have an innovative strategic orientation; indeed, such a degree of priority attributed to the environmental variable requires managers to adopt continuous innovation, to establish strategic alliances and convert external weak signals related to the change of environmental awareness into opportunities for the company.
The resulting environmental strategies
At this level, we can identify three environmental strategies, each one corresponding to a specific degree of priority attributed by the company to "green" issues. Hence, we distinguish among a passive, reactive and an integrated environmental strategy (see Figure 5 ) , where:
• by a passive strategy, we refer to companies introducing environmental programmes only in response to significant external pressures; • according to a reactive strategy, the company introduces a formal system aimed at planning the best "green" programmes for reducing its impact on the state of natural resources resulting from both products and processes; • by an integrated environmental strategy, we refer to companies which integrate environmental issues into the overall process of strategy formation and achieve a high level of commitment as regards the system of activities and human resources involved in the development of the company's environmental performance.
The development of each environmental strategy depends on the company's strategic orientation, the company's internal configuration and the characteristics of the competitive environment where it operates; in particular, the identification of the latter factors allows us to identify the feasibility of each "green" strategy. Some combinations of these factors can make an environmental strategy more sustainable.
An integrated strategy can be more effectively developed within companies which have relevant financial resources, have employees with a good environmental culture and with high "green" core competences, both from a technical and a managerial viewpoint. Referring to the influence that factors related to the company's external context exert on the company's overall process of strategy formation, we have found that the introduction of an integrated strategy is consistent with highly dynamic Figure 5 The identified environmental strategies On the other hand, a reactive strategy may be adopted when external stakeholders exert frequent environment-related pressures; this is the case, for instance, of firms operating in the automotive field that, owing to the relevant impact on the state of natural resources associated to the usage of cars during their life, are often forced by public institutions or by "green" movements to improve the environmental performance of their products. With regard to the conditions of the company's internal configuration that ensure the feasibility of such a strategy, we have to consider that its adoption is easier in contexts characterized by high "green" competences and a sufficient availability of financial resources.
Finally, the implementation of a passive environmental strategy can be considered as a feasible solution, for instance, in contexts where external stakeholders do not take environmental issues into consideration because of: the peculiar characteristics of the products achieved by the company -i.e. low environmental impact on the state of natural resources; or country-specific factors leading executives to consider the environmental variable as not significant in the process of strategy formation.
Implementing the identified environmental strategies
The intended environmental strategy can be considered as a feasible solution for the company when it is consistent with both the competitive environment where the firm operates and the characteristics of its internal configuration. Nevertheless, a specific strategy contributes to the company's economic value only when it is effectively implemented, too; in this sense, it is critical to analyse the managerial and infrastructural conditions that allow the company to implement each environmental strategy successfully. To this end, we introduce variables that point out the: • operating environmental programmes ensuring the company to achieve the planned results; • role of the environment within the company's overall organization; • infrastructural resources dedicated to the management of environmental issues; and • the decision-making process related to "green" programmes.
The environmental programmes. We distinguish between different programmes according to the impact associated with their implementation; in particular, we distinguish between systemic initiatives -i.e. programmes affecting the whole value chain of the company, thus requiring the involvement of all the firm's departments -and "local" programmes -i.e. initiatives that are implemented and affect a single organizational unit, thus presenting a limited impact on the corporate value chain. According to this framework, we consider as systemic initiatives recycling-based programmes or initiatives aimed at carrying out new "green" product development programmes since their effective implementation requires the company to involve both its organizational units and the whole supply value chain. On the contrary, programmes, for instance, aimed at introducing new "clean" technologies can be considered as "local" initiatives since their introduction affects the performance of the production department only (Noci, 1995b) .
The role of the environment in the company's organization. Depending on the existence of specific organizational units dedicated to the environmental issues, the company can define different operating solutions for managing "green" issues. Two factors appear, in our opinion, significant: 1 the presence of a department specifically aimed at the management of environmental issues; and 2 the power of environmental managers with respect to the other executives.
In particular, it is critical to analyse whether they are seen merely as the leaders of a group of technicians or if they are considered to be the managers of one of the most important departments of the company. The infrastructural resources. The corporate infrastructural resources represent the engine of the activities carried out by a company; in relation to the effective implementation of "green" initiatives the following factors present a crucial role:
• environmental competences, since the company needs different types of competences depending on the type of environmental programmes: to this end, we distinguish among juridical, technical-scientific, communication-related and managerial competences (ASAM, 1992); and • environmental culture, i.e. the set of values and norms describing how the company perceives the environmental variable.
The decision-making process. The procedure according to which a company selects the most promising option among a set of potential environmental alternatives depends on a great number of factors usually related to the leadership style of the top management, the competitive environment where the company operates, its size, and the adopted environmental strategy. However, to describe how the decision-making process must be carried out to support each environmental strategy, we need to characterize the level of commitment of the top management in decisional procedure and the level of decisional decentralization adopted by the company in relation to environmental issues. According to the above factors permitting us to analyse in more detail the implementation phase of each environmental strategy, we describe in the following under which conditions each "green" strategic behaviour can be carried out more effectively.
The implementation of a passive environmental strategy
By the adoption of a passive "green" strategy, managers aim at developing only the initiatives that minimize the company's environment-related expenditures.
Such initiatives are usually carried out without any formal planning procedure and, in this sense, their implementation usually corresponds to requirements of external stakeholders (see Table I ).
According to these issues, it clearly emerges that most of the programmes are developed within the production department and, in particular, can be considered as endof-pipe solutions -this is the case, for instance, of some chemical companies which have introduced in the last few years new equipment for improving the purification of air emissions and for reducing the quantity of solid wastes. Owing to the limited importance attributed by managers to environmental variables, no specific function is introduced to manage "green" issues. Moreover, taking into account that the unique environmental objective is to conform the company's environmental performance to prescriptions of regulators, juridical competences represent the key infrastructural resources for supporting the implementation of a passive strategy; in most cases communication skills are needed when the firm's action is due to pressure from the public. Finally, the decisionmaking process is usually carried out by decentralizing the responsibility of the decision makers' procedure to the team involved in the specific environment-related programme. The implementation of a reactive environmental strategy
According to this strategy the management of environmental issues is considered as an important topic for managers; in particular, environmental decisions are systematically included in the overall planning procedure (see Table II ). Within this strategic behaviour, managers aim at implementing environmental programmes both in the production process and in the R&D department aimed at optimizing the company's response to external pressures; indeed, Polaroid, for instance, by adopting the programme called "Toxic Use and Waste Reduction", has introduced a complex initiative, aimed at greatly reducing the use of chemical substances and the production of solid wastes, that is consistent with the development of a reactive environmental strategy. Similarly, Begin Say has introduced complex programmes for the recycling of water in its sugar refinery. Since the development of a reactive "green" strategy requires the company to check continuously, from an environmental viewpoint, signals following from the market, the presence of an organizational department dedicated to the management of environmental issues is necessary. Moreover, referring to the company's infrastructural resources, we have to consider that the relevance attributed to the environmental variable requires the company to have significant environmentrelated competences: in particular, juridical and technical competences play a significant role in the successful implementation of the intended environmental strategy. Communication skills become important when the action is consequent on demands from the market. More generally, management abilities prove essential to co-ordinate those organization units involved in activities with environmental setting: companies like Bayer organize intensive training courses every year to improve the "green" technical competences of their employees. Decision making on environmental issues can be developed differently according to the type of environmental programmes under evaluation; more precisely, in cases of initiatives characterized by a low complexity, the decisional procedure can be carried out at the line-managers' level, while, when programmes present a systemic impact on the overall activities of the corporate value chain, the selection procedure must be developed at the top management's level.
The implementation of an integrated environmental strategy
The adoption of an integrated strategy does not follow from the need to respond to existing external pressures, but from the aim of achieving competitive advantages based on the comprehension of weak market signals; in this sense, initiatives consistent with the development of an integrated strategy should both improve the firm's impact on the state of natural resources and advertise public opinion and institutions of the main actions developed by the company (see Table III ).
According to these issues, it emerges that systemic initiatives must be necessarily adopted to support the introduction of an integrated strategy. Some examples, in particular, can help us in understanding this point: for instance:
• investments aimed at adopting new "green" product development programmes to achieve goods with a low impact on the state of natural resources; and • marketing-related programmes effectively support such environmental strategy.
Moreover, owing to the high level of environmental awareness of the company, programmes aimed at defining strategic alliances with main competitors in order to protect the state of natural resources are consistent with the development of an integrated environmental strategy: companies such as Northern Telecom and AT&T have developed a joint project called "Industry Co-operative for Ozone Layer Protection" whose main objective is the definition of new technological processes for reducing CFCs.
From an organizational viewpoint, the company necessarily needs to identify a permanent department dedicated to the management of environmental issues; its introduction allows the company to:
• co-ordinate environment-related responsibilities of employees involved in the company's "green" programmes; • monitor the company's overall environmental performances.
The complexity of "green" actions carried out by the company and the level of environmental awareness achieved by managers require the company to achieve significant environmental core competences at different levels; indeed, considering that technical, juridical and managerial competences as a whole represent the engine of the process of environmental performance improvement, the acquisition of such infrastructural resources represents the only feasible solution permitting the company to achieve the planned results. Finally, referring to the decision-making process, discover that strategic environmental decisions are made by top managers, while the evaluation of investments that present a limited impact on the corporate value chain can be carried out by managers in charge of the environmental organizational unit.
Comparing the identified environmental strategies
According to the above issues, it emerges that the more a company is involved in the environmental efforts, the more the actions carried out to improve the environmental performance affect many activities of the corporate value chain and present a systemic impact requiring the introduction of consolidated relationships with external stakeholders.
Referring to the development of a passive "green" strategy, its adoption requires the involvement of the production department since initiatives carried out by the company are mainly aimed at conforming the company's environmental performance to standards set by regulators (see Figure 6) .
The effective implementation of a reactive "green" strategy needs relevant environmental efforts of the company; in particular, its adoption requires the involvement of many activities of the corporate value chain: for instance, the R&D department plays a critical role in the design of new "green" products with a low environmental impact to anticipate main competitors' "green" actions and/or customers' requirements (see Figure 7) . Finally, the implementation of an integrated strategy is consistent with the introduction of systemic initiatives requiring both the involvement of all the corporate functions and the definition of well consolidated relationships with external stakeholders (see Figure 8) . This is the case, for instance, of the implementation of the design of new product platforms that permit the company to recycle all end-of-life materials/ components: in such a case the involvement of shredders, public institutions and customers is necessary to define an effective route of end-of-life components back into the firm's boundaries.
An empirical investigation
To analyse how companies operating in different fields manage environmental issues in practice and, hence, to check the consistency of the suggested taxonomy of environmental strategies with respect to real strategic Figure 8 The impact of the integrated environmental strategy on the company's value and supply chains Figure 7 The impact of the reactive environmental strategy on the company's value and supply chains Figure 6 The impact of the passive environmental strategy on the company's value and supply chains Table IV ).
In particular, to identify a complete sample, permitting us to identify environmental actions of firms operating in distinct competitive contexts, we analysed both large and smaller firms belonging to a wide set of fields and characterized by different levels of internationalization; indeed, we developed case studies within great multinational groups as Ciba Geigy-Italy, Dow Chemicals-Italy, SolvayItaly, Pirelli, IBM Semea and Fiat Auto, large companies with plants in Italy, such as Ilva Polimeri, Enichem, Iveco and Mantero (operating in the textile field) and small companies with plants in northern Italy as Rockwell (operating in the automotive field) and Dante Prini Ltd (a small company which works in the textile field).
Each firm has been analysed in terms of the relevant variables introduced in the above sections for characterizing feasible operating environmental strategies; hence, by the development of questionnaires, we identified:
• main characteristics of the interviewed company; • the company's strategic attitude in relation to "green" issues; and • the intended environmental strategy in terms of programmes, the organizational unit dedicated to the management of environment, the company's infrastructural resources and the decision process regarding environmental issues.
The development of the case studies has demonstrated a high consistency of the suggested taxonomy with respect to the real "green" strategies carried out by companies. In particular, both operating programmes introduced by firms and infrastructural characteristics of the company's internal configuration -allowing the effective implementation of each environmental strategy -correspond to the issues described in the integrated framework. In general terms, from the empirical investigation we found that (see Figure 9 ): • All the interviewed companies operate in the area identified as admissible in the model. • Few companies develop an integrated "green" strategy. The fact that few companies integrate the definition of the environment-related plans into the overall process of strategy formation could be due to the newness of environmental pressures exerted by Italian external stakeholders; indeed, the companies which have adopted an integrated management of environmental issues are those which are characterized by a higher degree of internationalization (i.e. Dow Chemicals and IBM Semea) and, for this reason, they have been under pressure from regulators and "green" customers for a longer time period.
• Two companies from the sample (Ciba Geigy and Solvay) are shifting their "green" strategy from a reactive to an integrated behaviour.
According to the main results emerging from questionnaires, some factors can be identified as significant determinants leading the company to adopt a specific type of environmental strategy. More precisely, the industry in which the firm operates, the reference competitive environment and the company's size appeared as the most significant variables that exert such influence. To characterize in more detail how the company's size affects the overall process of "green" strategy formation, we highlight the fact that all the small firms of the sample have adopted a passive behaviour in the management of environmental issues; the peculiarities of the small firms' infrastructural resources, that is:
• lack of financial resources to assign to "green" initiatives, or, to secondary aspects of the firm's main activity; • a relatively straight production process, which allows the firm to observe the context evolution before adjusting its course of action; • the ability of adapting its own organization in consequence of intervening external stimuli; • the absence of an organizational unit specifically aimed at managing environmental issues could make unfeasible the implementation of other types of "green" strategies.
Smaller companies often react with a comparatively reduced organizational inertia. The industry where a firm operates strongly affects the type of environmental strategy a firm carries out; the analysed case studies have demonstrated that companies belonging to the same sector have adopted similar environmental programmes since they share the same type of pressures from external stakeholders; in particular, firms which work in chemical and plastic fields (i.e. Enichem, Bozzetto, Ilva, Ciba, Solvay and Dow Chemicals) have developed an anticipative or innovative strategic attitude with regard to environmental issues owing to the significant pressures exerted by external stakeholders. On the other hand, companies operating in the automotive field have essentially developed a reactive strategy aimed at conforming the company's environmental performance to prescriptions set by regulators: in particular, large, multinational groups such as FIAT, by monitoring signals following from the market, decided to shift from merely conforming to environmental standards to the anticipation of future evolution of the external context, while its suppliers have developed a passive "green" strategy. Companies operating in the rubber industry have almost adopted a passive strategy since "green" customers and public institutions have considered, even in the last few years, the rubber industry a sector characterized by a low environmental risk and, in this sense, they have not made any environment-related requests to companies operating in such a field. Finally, the interviewed companies which operate in the textile field have mainly carried out a passive "green" strategy since environmental requests of "green" customers and public institutions had a low relevance; moreover, such companies are limited in size and, in this sense, have limited managerial and technological resources to support the effective implementation of more proactive environmental strategies.
In relation to the company's competitive environment, we have to distinguish between multinationals and corporations with plants only in Italy. In our opinion the fact that they may operate in countries characterized by a higher environmental awareness than Italy and the possibility of developing a deeper analysis with regard to future environmental requirements resulting from the market, lead, in a certain sense, the multinational company to carry out more proactive "green" programmes than a national company working in Italy.
